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Abstract.
Vision is frequently understood in terms of both an ability to see, and equally an ability to draw on personal experiences, technological knowledge and expert status to predict future events.  The central theme this paper addresses is whether vision is inextricably linked to sight.  This question has implications for culture and organisation studies, as axiomatically it is frequently assumed that people engaged with organisations either possess a full range of senses (Pink 2008), or tend to marginalise sensory experiences (Corbett 2006). However, worthy as the study of the senses in culture and organisational research undoubtedly is, the research is frequently conducted at a singularly theoretical level and the lack of disabled researchers in the academy has been well documented (Barnes 2003; Duckett and Pratt 2007; Oliver 1997). This paper bridges the divide between theory and praxis by reflecting on the utility of social research methods from the experiential perspective of a blind researcher.          





For most engaged in social research the dominance of the visual and the ability to see events is an essential capacity which researchers possess.  The ability to see, look, watch, read, and observe rely on this most powerful and critical sense. The links between sight and vision are commonly understood as being mutually dependent. This is most clearly observed in medical discourse where sight and visual acuity are frequently understood as complementary terms. Hence the field of vision is the totality of a person’s sight.  Yet vision in social discourse has different meanings, with vision involving an ability to predict and anticipate future events, reducing any causal link between sight and vision. This paper will argue that understanding the perfidious relationship between sight and vision is essential when observing phenomena, a critical tool when understanding organisational cultures and behaviours.      

For example, according to medical understandings, to see involves light being transferred from the retina into electrical impulses converted by the brain into a visual image.  This is a biological function which for most people provides sight.  However, vision additionally requires interpretation of events founded on antecedence and, in some instances, scientific knowledge.  A straight flat stick appears as such until it is immersed in water. Although initially sight has determined the wood is straight, once immersed light is refracted which causes the wood to appear distorted.  Here vision only occurs once the scientific knowledge is applied which determines light will be refracted through water.  Thus sight is a biological function of the corporeal body whereas vision relies on the ability to interpret and understand phenomena, a technique or capacity which can be developed through experience and training (Styhre 2010: 362).  Taking the example further, vision also provides the basis of power and control through the application of expert knowledge as exemplified by Foucault in terms of the ‘medical gaze’ (Foucault 1973).      

Foucault draws our attention, on the one hand, to the close relationship between seeing, the inspection, and diagnosis by the practitioner medic and, on the other hand, to the discourses, articulations, and expressions of concerns. In this medical paradigm, seeing becomes part of the expertise inherent in the authority and professional vision of the discipline. As gaze incorporates the totality of experience and knowledge it is perhaps unsurprising that at the theoretical level, although seeing and vision are discreet constructs, the two frequently become conjoined with the visual regarded to be founded on the powerful and dominant sense of sight (Corbett 2006; Hughes 1999; Pink 2008).  

However, if social research is to include and incorporate the everyday experiences of the widest and most diverse range of human experience, then theory should be capable of translation into the subjective realities of the lives of those concerned. This paper will challenge the utility of sight as an essential sense when conducting critical social research. This is not achieved through singularly theoretical or philosophical argument, but also through the experiential knowledge of conducting social research without sight.        
Any attempt to critique all the multifarious activities involved in social research would be an ambitious project beyond the capacity of any one paper. Hence this article draws on several aspects commonly involved in social research and most frequently found in ethnographic study, attempting to coax apart the dominant occularcentric methods of research and the vision required to understand organisational cultures and behaviours.     

At some point of engagement in social enquiry researchers are drawn towards academic texts which offer prescriptions and methods which should assist in the creation of ‘good’ valid, academic research. However, if such texts are read alongside an open ended question of whether a blind researcher could conduct valid social research, the answer would probably result in the negative. This paper will not simply critique dominant understandings and the utility of research methods, rather the approach will be to argue for a space to allow the inclusion of the widest demographic diversity of researchers albeit with or without impairments.  This call whilst appearing to draw on values of equality and inclusion would require a paradigmatic shift in understandings. This is because the overwhelming body of prescriptive methodological texts do not consider how research may be affected by the consequences of any impairment. This applies despite the axiomatic knowledge that as all people age (including researchers), the incidence of impairment increases. It is perhaps a fear of acknowledging impairment, and the associated negative stigma (Hunt 1966), which drives the unquestioned common assumption that research can be completely objective, ignoring the consequences and unspoken subjective reality of the impaired researcher. In turn this may help explain the lack of reflexive research on disability and particularly the number of researchers in the social sciences who define themselves as visually impaired (Duckett and Pratt 2007). 

Yet it would be incorrect to suggest the issue of disability has not been raised previously in academic research.  Indeed, emboldened by advances in understandings made through theorising disability as a singularly social construct (Barnes 1991), a call was made for a shift in dominant research agendas towards emancipatory disability research (Oliver1992). The difference in approach from conventional social research was to place the social and material relations of knowledge production in the hands of the disabled subjects of research.  This would confine the role of expert academic researchers to facilitators for self emancipation by disabled people.  However, worthy as the intentions were, reflections made by advocates of emancipatory disability research suggested significant change had not occurred with disabled subjects of research still remaining marginalised through traditional research practices and funding regimes (Barnes 2003; Oliver 1997). Why emancipatory disability research failed to achieve the vision of its advocates is unclear, although one possible reason could be the threat to the expert knowledge and position held by traditional researchers who may be unwilling to relinquish control and power of the research process. Another significant contested issue revolved around the lack of any theoretical analysis of the consequences of impairment in the construction of disability (Hughes and Paterson 1997; Woodhams and Danieli 2000). This latter point is addressed by this paper which will discuss the consequences of impairment in the research process, rather than the more generic considerations of disability.  The concept of a disabled researcher in social sciences may appear quite challenging for many in the discipline.  For example, when arguing for greater use of the senses by ethnographers, Pink suggests:-  

‘Although vision is clearly an important part of urban experience, there is
in fact a case for re-thinking both flânerie and urban ethnography as a
multi-sensorial form of engagement, rather than simply in terms of vision.’ (Pink 2008:179)

Pink’s argument here is laudable and supportive of earlier claims from several diverse disciplines calling for greater sensory awareness in particular a realisation that vision and the visual tends to dominate ontological understandings and interpretations which can produce merely an illusion of reality (Corbett 2006; Hughes 1999; Manning 1995; Robins 1996). However, with the notable exception of Hughes(1999) the majority of such claims are not based on concepts of diversity or equality for disabled researchers, rather such prescriptions tend to assume  researchers are non disabled and hence impairment free.  Here vision is frequently regarded as a dual process; the biological apparatus of sight coupled to the interpretation of visual stimulus based on a priori experiences and knowledge.  This paper will not argue that vision is irrelevant or an unimportant sense, rather that sight is not tied in an essentialist relationship to vision.   The arguments presented will draw on experiential evidence and suggest a lack of one sense does not inevitably imply that research cannot be conducted by relying on other senses to create equally valid vision and hence knowledge.      The paper will examine data collected by the author during an 18 month ethnographic research project in order to illustrate how valid research can be constructed without the sense of sight. Firstly, a discussion on ethnography will be undertaken to highlight the problems a non-sighted researcher confronts when embarking on ethnographic research, and the utility of associated methods.






This paper attempts to provide an account which can be used to inform current social understandings over the creation of valid ethnographic research coupled to an acceptance of the subjectively different, disabled other. This is not to argue that objectivity is an irrelevant unobtainable goal, rather that unless the inherent subjectivity of all ethnographers is accepted then it becomes far more difficult to allow the integration of disabled ethnographers who may clearly be unable to meet some of the heavily prescriptive formulations placed on the discipline. This raises the methodological question of how a blind person should conduct ethnographic research when an uncritical definition of ‘observation’ may demand that observation is predicated on vision through the ability to see events.  

Ethnography has its roots in social anthropology where researchers attempted to understand the social interactions and cultures of societies by placing themselves within the host society and adopting the social anthropological canons of watch, hear, and learn (Malinowski 1922).  In this tradition the researcher positions him/herself as an objective recorder and chronicler of societal interactions and behaviours.  For ethnographers this approach can be considered as ideographic where the concern is primarily involved with detailed, rich, accurate descriptions of events witnessed at first hand ‘in the field’ (Denscombe 2007, 70).  Additionally, there is a debate over what constitutes an ethnographic study. For example, whether such a study must involve a population or if it is possible to study an individual ethnographically. (Baszanger & Dodier 1997; Hammersley & Atkinson 2007; Manning 1995; Van Maanen 1995). 

Van Maanen (1995) identifies some of the epistemological problems arguing that ethnography (as opposed to a historical social anthropology tradition) has become an ‘epistemological trial by fire’.  Such critiques are directed at many of the underlying assumptions and taken for granted beliefs derived from the social anthropological tradition.  Such assumptions include ethnography’s failure to disengage with scientific stances such as essentialism (Denzin 1988) and the perfidious relationship between researchers and their subjectivity. This latter point questions whether an individual can actually disengage from their subjectivity when undertaking ethnographic research  (Clifford 1982) which can lead to unjustifiable declarations of objectivity (Rosaldo 1989). The issue of subjectivity becomes a central point for this paper by raising the question: can a blind ethnographer relinquish their epistemological and ontological understandings in an attempt to create objective knowledge?   Other critiques of ethnography raise the problematic relationship to colonialism (Denzin & Lincoln 1994; Manning 1995) which can instil a notion of cultural superiority and conceit in ethnographers (Boon 1982). From the perspective of a visually impaired ethnographer, the notion of superiority by non disabled ethnographers with seemingly scant regard for their disabled peers also applies to the ethnographic community of researchers.  The ethnographic project itself has been scrutinised, with the  value of the method being challenged on the grounds of usefulness if what is only ever produced is unrelated detailed descriptions which cannot be connected to produce more generaliseable accounts, and hence an increased knowledge of human societies  (Denscombe 2007, 72).  Similarly Hammersley (1996) proposes that ethnography should be directed towards the generation of theory and hence contribute to knowledge using analytical tools, together with ‘thick’ descriptions, grounded upon detailed observation.  

One common thread which runs through many discussions of ethnography is the demand placed on ethnographers that they should be visually aware of their surroundings and observe social interactions as they occur (Baszanger & Dodier 1997; Coffey 1999; Denscombe 2007; Gonzalez 2000; King 1996; Marshall & Rossman 1989; Pink 2008). Additionally, ‘good’ ethnographic research arguably is frequently achieved when the researcher minimises any perceived ‘differences’ between the researcher and the research subjects (Coffey 1999; Denscombe 2007; Hammersley & Atkinson 2007). The purpose of reducing ‘difference’ between the researcher and those researched is to engender trust and confidence on the part of research subjects.  The identity of the researcher therefore needs to be managed. Strategies for managing identities include dressing the part and adopting the local vocabulary in order to reduce the status of researcher and become an ‘insider’ (Denscombe 2007; Hammersley & Atkinson 2007; Jorgensen, 1985; Mason 1996).  However, the extent to which a blind ethnographic researcher can reduce their difference and manage their identity must be considered. 

Any notion of a blind researcher appears in methodological literatures as a marginal consideration largely reserved for disability studies (see for example, Barnes 2003; Campbell & Oliver 1996; Oliver 1992; Zarb 1997), and absent from the majority of the rest. Coffey, Denscombe, Pink et al, nowhere make any reference to how their advice affects researchers other than those who are sensorial and physically able.  The ability of a blind researcher to adopt a ‘managed identity’ and ‘blend’ unobtrusively into and move around most research settings is severely restricted.    In this research blindness is an integral component of ‘the self’ which cannot be ‘shaken off’ in order to adopt a managed identity complete with sight. The issue of trust also becomes an interesting concept. Where it can be argued that ethnographers gain trust through looking and sounding like their host community, in my case trust was based on the knowledge that  I was an obvious research outsider who gained trust simply by reassuring participants no harm would come to them, and research was intended to benefit those involved in the research. In some ways perhaps this approach offers a more honest method of conducting research as opposed to the pretence involved in adopting host dress codes and vernacular language. What appears as a constant between both research participants and those involved in methodological formulations is an unspoken acceptance over the essential requirement of sight, an argument blind people have historically sought to overcome over recent centuries (Danieli and Wheeler 2006).     

The uncritical acceptance of the visual is an unquestioned constant in many methodological texts and leads to the verbs ‘to see’ and ‘to observe’ becoming synonymous with a vision which produces ‘objective’ observations.  For example, when reflecting on her first encounter in the field, Bowen includes descriptions of how locals ran towards their vehicle shaking their fists, what the huts and adjacent working fields looked like and how muddy paths made travelling difficult (Bowen, cited in Coffey, 1999, 20).  The issue that needs to be considered is to what degree sight was essential in making these observations?  Whilst sight enabled Bowen to see natives shaking their fists, and the layout of huts it could be argued that interpretation, understanding, vision and then observation occurred only when she was told that fist shaking was a traditional greeting and was informed of the social influences which determined the shape of the local environment.  The fact that muddy paths make travel difficult does not depend on an ability to see the conditions. The experience of undertaking the research for this paper indicated that research subjects (all of whom knew of my inability to see) understood the implications involved in my lack of sight by providing detailed descriptions and interpretations of both the physical environment and social interactions. Indeed what occurs is that participants are required to describe their environment in greater detail than would otherwise be the case. For example, after interviewing a participant, I frequently required directions to meet the next interviewee. It was clearly understood that simplified directions (e.g.  they are in room 216)  would be insufficient. In many cases and perhaps for the first time, people recognised the need to provide detailed accounts of their environment, its origins and construction. This can assist interpretation not only of the environment, but also power dynamics and how they apply in an organisation.  This is perhaps best explained through reproducing an interview extract from the research.  After concluding an interview I asked the participant for directions to the next interview which was to be held in another part of the building: 

‘No, I’d better take you.  There’s a large potted plant in the corridor, we call it the Triffid because everyone trips or bumps into it at one time or another and it seems to move overnight, it must be the cleaners, but I like to think it walks. It was in the CEO’s office but she decided to chuck it out.  Most of us have complained but it makes no difference, complaining over something she’s decided only makes her more stubborn.’
(Extract from Research Diary notes). 

Here, what may simply appear as a piece of office décor provides additional material on issues of power and hierarchy in the organisation, something which was later returned to in the research with the potted plant acting as an organisational metaphor for the exercise of hierarchical power.  So, here my research descriptions were not founded on my own subjective or taken for granted interpretations of situations.  The problem of a reliance on sight, which can produce an illusion of objective reality, is not completely ignored in methodology texts.  For example Backer as points out:-  

‘It takes a tremendous effort of will and imagination to stop seeing things that are conventionally ‘there’ to be seen.  I have talked to a couple of teams of researchers […] and it is like pulling teeth to get them to see or write anything beyond what ‘everyone’ knows.’ (Cited in Hammersley and Atkinson 2007 p92). 

Here Backer expresses the difficulties for sighted researchers when visual imagery is unquestioningly accepted as representing objective reality. Perhaps the example above illustrates Backer’s point, where a sighted researcher may simply walk past an office artefact assuming it has no cultural significance or holds no organisational story to tell. The problem Backer identifies is similar to one which has prompted others to suggest that most social anthropologists should consider reducing sight to a secondary status (Manning 1995, 264). Manning’s view is supported more recently by Hughes (1999) who has argued against formulations that promote occularcentric beliefs - such as 'to see is to know' -where a reliance on the visual creates a myth, a clouding of interpretation (160-61).  The elevation of other senses is also stressed by Robins (1996) who argues that the dominance of the visual represents a drive to disembodiment and a retreat from experience, as the sense of touch is devalued in favour of the more powerful, intellectual, real, objective, detached visual world (Robins 1996, 29). More recently, but following a similar critique, Corbett (2006:221), argues olfactory sense has been neglected by scholars in favour of the more powerful visual sense.    

There appears to be a chasm between those who advocate caution when interpreting visual imagery and others who appear to privilege sight, coalescing the visual and observational.  For example, Slack (2000) argues, ‘looking and watching should be embedded in all psyches of all researchers’ (10). So presumably for Slack, the concept of a blind researcher would be problematic, whereas for Backer, Manning, Hughes, Robins, and Corbett the idea may appear less challenging.  The question of the importance of sight as a component of vision and observation depends on the assumption that researchers observe social realities.  However as Hammersley (1992) argues: 
‘Justification offered for ethnography often involves the argument that it enables us to capture social reality more accurately than other approaches. On the other hand, it is intrinsic to ethnography that the people studied are viewed as constructing distinct social worlds. And if that idea is applied to ethnographers themselves it may seem that, rather than representing reality, ethnographic accounts simply construct versions of reality.’ (p 4-5)

What Hammersley seems to be hinting at is a kind of inevitable purblindness on the part of researchers.  Traditional conceptions of the research process appear to accept uncritically the idea that visual observation provides accounts which reflect objective reality. However, it has been shown that this assumption is problematic and that it is possible to argue that the visual does not necessarily provide accurate complete representations of events. Consequently, accounts provided by blind researchers can be regarded as valid as any other. For instance, body language can be used by researchers as an aid to assist analysis but for a blind researcher such visual clues would not be available. As such it might be argued that they miss valuable information.  However, body language can be learnt by individuals, hence any interpretations may be deliberately influenced by research subjects (Richardson 1996).  The blind researcher may, in fact, gain more information from other sources when interviewing where tone of voice and other background noise may become more significant as data. 
So, there is support within the academy which cautions against an uncritical and essentialist approach to sensory interpretations of events.  This leads to the question of how claims of validity can be made by a blind researcher when conducting ethnographic research. The following illustrates the background and rationale for the research I conducted and commences with a discussion about gaining access to a research site as a visually impaired researcher.


Diversity, Inclusion and the Research Process.    
With the election in the UK of a ‘New Labour’ government in 1997, many initiatives, most prominently those under the umbrella of ‘New Deal’, were launched (Harman 1997). These programmes attempted to increase levels of social inclusion primarily by providing opportunities for previously marginalised and disenfranchised groups to gain paid work and break the links between exclusion and state dependency (ibid). As a disabled person who had previously encountered many barriers to gaining paid work, the change in political rhetoric and opportunities promised by government appeared an interesting area for research. However, in common with other potential research projects, the initial barrier was gaining access to appropriate organisations. One pilot scheme had been commissioned by government in the North of England for the New Deal for Disabled People programme. This was a multi-disciplinary approach which involved organisations from the public, private, and not-for-profit sectors.  I conducted an ethnographic study in one of the partner organisations, given the pseudonym Action on Disability (AOD). However, initially it is interesting to consider how access was gained, and the role my impairment played in gaining first organisational trust and then access.    

It is recognised that personal contacts together with an element of chance can combine as effective methods of gaining access to organisations (Buchanan et al 1986; Denscombe 1999; Hammersley & Atkinson 1983; Jorgensen 1989). This serendipitous approach proved successful in this research. In a search for funding and organisations willing to participate, speculative contact was made with a social services manager who was a personal acquaintance.  Although she expressed a personal interest in the research proposal it was made clear that her department had no budget which could provide any funding for any research projects.  However, earlier that day she had received a request from the local pilot for AOD who were recruiting for seconded staff from social services.  It was agreed that the manager should arrange for me an interview for a post as a personal advisor on the project.  The application for a post was unsuccessful primarily because the pilot had agreed in its bidding process that all advisors would be seconded and would return to their original place of work when the project ended thereby not leaving a legacy of unemployed people in the wake of an employment initiative.  However, after several discussions involving senior management, AOD agreed to become a participating organization in the research, leaving the details of research questions to be determined by the researcher.  One factor that assisted in gaining access was my blindness.  

As AOD had only recently been launched management were sensitive to any negative publicity or ‘leaks’ from inside the organisation. Hence one access barrier any researcher would have faced surrounded the problem of ‘accidental’ exposure to sensitive information (Buchanan et al 1986, 57). The issue of security had been raised by senior employment managers, although they accepted the argument that unless a staff member actually gave me a document or read its contents it was not possible for me to independently obtain any documentary information covertly.  So, whilst it might be expected that blindness would be a barrier to conducting research because it eliminates the visual content of any observations (Richardson 1996; Slack 2000) in this case impairment assisted in my gaining access.  It was the consequences specific to blindness itself which assisted access, because other disabled people (for example, wheelchair users) would have faced the same barrier as any other sighted researcher. Hence the organisation gained trust in my claims that confidentiality of written materials could be assured, something only possible through the specificity of impairment.

Research participants were drawn from both staff and clients of the organisation.  After discussions at board level in AOD I was invited and joined the board of the organisation.  The close contact that was established inside AOD allowed the time and access necessary to conduct an 18 month ethnographic study.  This length of time and access to most organisational members meant there were many opportunities for a variety of research methods including participant and non participant observations, documentary analysis, personal reflections in the form of research diary notes, semi-structured interviews in addition to many   informal conversations which provided a depth of detail relating to individual and organizational practices. The following section for reasons of space will discuss issues relating to the formal semi-structured interviews only. 

A semi-structured interview format was adopted. This provided sufficient structure to enable the collection of some standard information from a range of respondents and flexibility in terms of issues discussed with a diverse group of respondents within an organisational context (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007; Holstein 1995; Holstein & Gubrium 1997; Mishler 1986).   In total, eight of the thirteen members of staff were formally interviewed and most were interviewed on more than one occasion.  These formal interviews were supplemented by informal interviews with other members of staff, (what Van Maanen (1988) refers to as ‘corridor talk’) during visits to the organisation.  Fifteen disabled clients were formally interviewed at various stages as they progressed through the programme.  In addition, with the consent of clients, six interviews were observed between employment advisors and their clients. The selection of respondents for formal interviews was based on their position, role and function within the organisation, and ranged from board members, through senior managers to employees.  However, occasionally interviewees recommended that particular individuals should be interviewed in order to follow up specific issues and so there became an element of ‘snowball sampling’ (Mason 1996) to interviewee selection. Respondents in the organisation were aware of my role as a researcher and provided informed consent.   

Whilst methodological texts are replete with advice on the process of interviewing, and how the identity of researchers and interviewees can be affected by a variety of characteristics such as gender, race, class, and age, rarely do they consider how the interview process is affected by the inclusion of disabled people.  There is no advice offered to disabled researchers, let alone researchers with particular forms of impairment.  Using personal, experiential knowledge as a blind researcher the following section considers some of the issues that arose during the course of conducting interviews. 

Disability and Research Interviewing
In some instances, the combination of two people with different impairments attempting to communicate made the employment of a third party essential.  For example, if spoken communication was a barrier to understanding the interviewee’s responses (hearing or speech impairment) then signers or, in some instances, advocates acted as ‘translators’. In such circumstances, a blind researcher who is more accustomed to accepting audible cues can reduce research ‘contamination’ by ensuring the views of the interviewee are obtained and not those of the interpreter or advocate.  For example, insisting any audible sounds made by a person with communication difficulties are fully explored can involve presenting several spoken answers to questions for agreement or disagreement rather than accepting the views first offered by advocates.  In such circumstances, traditional prescriptions would warn against ‘leading’ respondents by offering responses.  However in the case of interviewing people with particular impairments this may be the only way of including their views in the research.  

When two non-disabled people converse the tendency is for both to look and acknowledge each other by using visual gestures such as head nodding and eye contact. Such gestures are accepted as carrying meaning such as approval or disagreement (King 1996, 184). If one is then to act as interpreter or advocate for a third person with communication difficulties then the learned response of looking towards the person speaking may persist.  In this way, the disabled person can become marginalized as the researcher and advocate communicate.  By listening for audible cues from the disabled person any visual responses involving the advocate’s body language are ignored.  Of course, the body language of interviewees was also inaccessible to the researcher and some seem to regard this as a disadvantage that would produce impoverished research (King 1996, 184-85; Mishler 1986). Mishler argues that the positioning of the interviewer and the establishment of eye contact are important in placing the listener in an advantageous position for monitoring verbal and non-verbal messages which the researcher can utilize to aid the construction of the ‘story’ (Mishler, cited in Richardson 1996, 185).  On the other hand, McCracken (1988) offers an alternative analysis arguing that the interpretation of non-verbal communications can lead to tautology and that descriptions of gestures produced by the interpreter merely reinforce their own subjective opinions.  However, what is accepted by all these authors is the importance of non-verbal communications whether as an aid to ‘story’ construction or as a distorting influence. In the case of some impaired people, both these positions appear unsatisfactory. For example, Mishler and King offer no analysis of how the body language of a person with involuntary body movements can be interpreted and McCracken would presumably have difficulty in accepting gestures to augment communication where understanding speech presents a barrier. Again the point here is the tacit assumption that vision holds the ‘key’ to unlocking deeper description and analysis. However, audible awareness which is largely ignored by methodological writers also can act to gain deeper understandings from research subjects.  Again, taken from the research study, an interview was being held with the finance manager of AOD. During the interview her tone and volume of voice reduced following a discernable ‘click’ from an adjacent room. Linking the external noise with the change of voice, the manager was asked what the noise was:-

‘It’s her (the CEO), it’s the noise her wheelchair makes when she put’s it into drive.  If she turns left out of her office it means she is coming to give me a hard time.  If she goes the other way, I’m OK, she’s decided to pick on somebody else. When I hear that click, my heart sinks. ‘
(Interview with AOD Finance Manager).

Once more, this time listening for audible clues provided the introduction to ask for an interpretation which leads to an unexpected account of organisational culture through power and hierarchy.  While this paper does not suggest sighted researchers may not have also picked up on the examples given above, it does argue that there are other methods of obtaining valid research data which do not rely solely on visual observations. This approach leaves the question of what exactly is the paper asking of social researchers? On the one hand, it is supportive of ethnographers becoming more aware and active in undertaking sensory ethnography (Pink 2008), while on the other, claiming all sense i.e. visual is not necessarily as essential as some may claim (Slack 2000). The following argument will discuss different forms of inclusion which can accommodate both disabled and non disabled researchers in a more inclusive approach to social research. 

Approaches to inclusion.
It could be argued that social research consists of a diverse, multicultural discipline which simply requires an acceptance of disability to enable disabled people to assimilate into an already diverse discipline.  Diversity is frequently portrayed in a multiplicity of appealing metaphors, melting pot, patchwork quilt,  rainbow, amongst others (Dick and Cassell 2002),which may appeal and appear as a measure of equality in the discipline.  Indeed, some social researchers would define themselves as disabled and not affected by the issues raised in this paper.  This seemingly contradictory position can be explained through considering the implications of defining disability through a group approach. Following earlier political action to gain equality for both gender and race movements, a disability movement applied a similar visionary group approach attempting to achieve political change to gain equality for disabled people (Campbell and Oliver 1996).   However, the political strength derived from a homogenous group approach to understanding disability, is internally contradictory due to the heterogeneous population of impaired group members. The issue of the problematic relationship between the political power inherent in a group approach and the problems of excluding issues relating to individual impairment have been recognised for some time (French 1993; Hughes and Paterson 1997).    The tension between disability and impairment has also been critiqued directly in relation to diversity approaches to equality (Woodhams and Danieli 2000), who argue using a group based approach towards diversity in relation to disabled people is problematic.  This is because in relation to gender and race, membership of a defined group can be more easily identified and an assimilation approach can allow previously marginalised and discriminated groups access through a diversity model of equality.  In contrast, disability can include any combination of gender and race identifiers in addition to issues of impairment and in some cases multiple impairments (Vance 2007). Hence the multiplicity of identities which can combine make the construction of a generic group identifier of ‘disabled’ extremely difficult. It may prove helpful here to consider the different approaches to inclusion which have historically sought to include difference within a homogenous group.   

Assimilation (based on issues of equality found in American race equality debates), can be defined in terms of the negation of ‘difference’, achieved as the minority group relinquishes cultural identity in favour of dominant group characteristics (Gordon 1964). This would appear to be the model adopted by many uncritical social researchers, under the assumption that any ‘differences’ in the subjective corporeal body can be either ignored, or assimilated into one generic prescriptive discipline. Alternatively, it may be argued that sight is such an essential element of social research that lack of sight in an individual may be so disabling that the person would be incapable of doing it.. The issue here becomes whether the social research community would prefer to ignore any differences caused by an inability to see, hear, or other impairment and simply attempt to assimilate disabled researchers into the dominant non disabled research community.  Although this may be an easier, less contentious road to travel, it would leave some serious questions unanswered for social research and its relationship with impaired people, which is unsatisfactory. Rather, disabled difference should be acknowledged and accepted, returning to models of American race equality, adopting an integrational approach where difference is acknowledged, allowing a more pluralistic outcome (Gordon 1964). It would be incorrect to suggest inclusion for disabled people through integrational approaches has not been discussed previously; Paterson and Hughes (1999) came to the conclusion that integration becomes somewhat misguided as a principal claiming integration almost inevitably becomes a stepping stone to assimilation.  Whilst acknowledging the imperfect nature of this proposal, it remains that at the moment the alien disabled other remains outside many of the literatures on research methodology.  The purpose of this article is to contest that disabled people, rather than simply appearing as subjects of the research process, can be integrated into a discipline through the acceptance of difference and with this, potentially opening up wider considerations of how valid knowledge can be produced.     
       

Conclusion.
It may appear counter intuitive or even preposterous to suggest vision and/or observation can be attained without sight. Yet sight does produce illusory effects which can distort reality. The moon and sun can appear as similar sized objects and it is only the application of scientific principles that allows the reality of the massive size difference to be interpreted and understood.  Hence a reliance on sight can be a treacherous methodological position to undertake unless vision is applied to translate the illusions of subjective realities.  The relationship between sight and vision is complex and critical in understanding organisational cultures and behaviours. There is a temptation to consider vision in a biological determinist relationship with sight, with an abundance of seemingly related but ill defined terms  including, watching, looking, observing, seeing, etc. This paper has not argued sight is unimportant either from a subjective or objective stance; rather the call is for careful thought on the part of researchers regarding the utility of chosen methods when occularcentric methodological prescriptions coalesce the visual into the observational without critical reflection of what is being witnessed. Although lacking sight, this does not imply that objective observations are not available.  Interrogation of the interpretations of other people’s visual observations can allow deeper analysis of organisational artefacts and symbols than may be possible for sighted researchers. All research subjects knew of and understood the implications of my impairment and could visualise how a similar condition would affect their life. Hence the degree of interpretation and analysis made by research subjects provided ‘methodological compensation’ for the lack of subjective visual observations. The question this raises is, although the utility of the method is accessible, can it claim to represent valid social research? 

Several authors writing on issues of utility of methods offer caveats and warnings over the illusory and distorted observations which may occur if the overwhelmingly powerful visual sense is uncritically accepted as reflecting objective reality (Backer Cited in Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Corbett 2006; Hughes 1999; Manning 1995; Robins 1996).  Hence the methods adopted merely take such authors at their word and perhaps go a step further by introducing research which cannot utilise subjective vision.  However, this is not to argue vision or sight is not used in the method, it is the sight of research subjects which is interrogated and triangulated to create the vision and interpretation of social and organisational interactions.  In many respects the lack of sight introduces by default the requirements of good social research i.e. do not privilege subjective observations over objective realities (Denscombe 1999). 
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